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	 	 	 Who	Are	Our	Students?
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	 	 	 By	Cheryl	R.	Richardson
we have learned that many of our 
students have the ability to do…very 
significant learning that absolutely puts 
them on the pathway to success in college. 
(Chabot College, SPECC Interim Report, 2007, 
Appendix, p. 3)
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“The Promise of Faculty Inquiry 
for Teaching and Learning Basic 
Skills” is one of a number of 
SPECC products and publications 
developed by Carnegie staff 
members. For a full listing, see 
www.carnegiefoundation.org/specc.













































j City College of San Francisco
j College of the Desert
j College of the Sequoias
j Glendale Community College
j Laney College
j Los Medanos College
j Merced College
j Pasadena City College
j West Hills College District
CamPuSES PartiCiPating  
in SPECC
























it is easy for faculty working on their own to 
become discouraged by the narrow reach of their 
best efforts. when faculty inquire together about 
how to improve their own classrooms and their 
department’s courses and programs, space is 
opened for conversation and for hope. 
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Just as important as these general purpose 
 programs, however, are targeted efforts to bring 
faculty inquiry to bear on particular educational 
tasks, issues, and innovations.


















































Foundation	team	notes	in	our	comprehensive	report	on	the	project,	Basic Skills for Complex 
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fivE PrinCiPlES from BASIC SKILLS FOR COMPLEX LIVES
The most promising innovations are shaped by an understanding that basic 
skills are not so basic, that even underprepared learners bring assets to their 
work, and that life today presents unprecedented challenges. Classrooms that 
reflect these understandings are characterized by the following principles of 
design and practice:
high structure
Provide explicit step-by-step guidance for undertaking complicated academic 
tasks.
high chAllenge
Engage students in authentic debate and intellectual exchange.
intensity
Create learning experiences that hold students’ attention more fully because 
they are more sustained, more engaging, high “dosage.”
intentionAlity And leArning how to leArn
Help students understand themselves as learners, understand what is 
expected and why, and master strategies for studying that will help them 
succeed.
inquiry And Assessment to mAke leArning visible
Make students’ experience as learners visible to teachers and to students 
themselves in ways that can inform and support what happens in classrooms.
Source: The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  
Basic Skills for Complex Lives: Designs for Learning in the Community College 
(2008).  
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working with others who share a local 
context is not only more efficient and 
pleasurable; it can also lead to the kind 
of collaborative inquiry and shared 
responsibility for student learning that 
is particularly important for basic skills 
education.






















































































faculty inquiry has the potential to open 
up the classroom for teachers and students 
alike, make learning—its strengths as 
well as its weaknesses—more visible, and 
encourage exploration of alternative roads 
to student success.














































j Create professional communities in which 
educators can share what happens in classrooms 
j Articulate and negotiate the most important 
outcomes for student learning 
j Use the tools of classroom research to understand 
the experience of students more deeply 
j Share insights and findings 
j Examine a wide range of evidence, from examples 
of student work to campus-level quantitative data 
tracking patterns of student performance 
j Invite and offer critical reflection and peer review 
j Foster collaboration in the design of curriculum, 
assignments, and assessments 
j Build trust as an essential component of ongoing 
improvement 
j Support professional identity and responsibility 
among educators 
Source: The Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching. Windows on Learning: 
Resources for Basic Skills Education.  http://gallery.
carnegiefoundation.org/specc/.  
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looking at students and their learning is, we believe, 
a particularly powerful and attractive path to follow. 
when members of a faculty inquiry group all teach 
the same course, it’s often hard to draw a line 
between what individuals are exploring in their own 
classrooms and the kinds of exchanges that can help 
inform and coordinate teaching across sections—at 
least among those participating in the group. And 
many specc campuses have gone further, designing 
new efforts to collaboratively explore and evaluate 
student learning at the course and program levels, 
infusing principles of faculty inquiry into regular 
program activities, like course and program 
evaluation and design.











































spring	2006,	the	group	read	Liping	Ma’s	Knowing and Teaching Elementary Mathematics,	and	
understanding students’ attitudes and 
values is critical in designing curricula and 
pedagogy that may help them succeed in 
their courses and persist in the basic 
skills sequence.












































the instructors worked through problems 
from the book, thinking aloud as they 
went, but denying themselves the use of 
algorithms in order to place themselves in 
students’ shoes—a process that brought 
their own unexamined arithmetical 
reasoning to light.












































specc colleges are looking at a variety of 
ways to see how their students, collectively, 
are doing, including assessing samples 
of student work collected in portfolios, 
comparing students’ performance on 
common exam questions, and collaborating 
on formulating formal expectations for 
student learning outcomes as guides for 
course and program design and assessment. 












































how could they decide how well any part 
of their program was doing if student work 
of the “same” quality was failed by one 
instructor and passed by another? this was 
a problem in both senses of the word—
something you’d like to avoid, as well as 
something you want to find out more about.



































coupling inquiry with assessment has found 
a home on most specc campuses because 
of the new accreditation requirement that 
all courses and programs—not just in the 
basic skills—develop common student 
learning outcomes.
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lifting up rocks and looking underneath is, 
in fact, a pretty good metaphor for what 
faculty inquiry generally does—and it must 
be said that the results are not always to 
everyone’s liking. 

















indeed, one of the major lessons from the 
specc campuses is that faculty inquiry 
can play a powerful role in building a 
more collegial teaching culture around the 
education of students in the basic skills.










































community colleges have great strengths 
to bring to this work, not least being 
the strong commitment of core staff to 
the sector’s historic mission of access 
and opportunity for all students. indeed, 
community colleges may eventually pioneer 
important new directions in the larger 
movement to strengthen the scholarship of 
teaching and learning in higher education. 































































































































for	Teachers”	in	her	book	“What about Rose?” Using Teacher Research to Reverse School Failure	(2007,	pp.	150-180).	See	













































could	also	significantly	lower	enrollments.	In	a	new	policy	report, It Could Happen,	Shulock,	Moore,	and	colleagues	
recommend	changes	in	policies	and	practices	that	would	make	it	more	likely	that	“students	are	placed	in	courses	
appropriate	to	their	skill	levels,	and	any	needed	remediation	is	begun	immediately	upon	enrollment”	(2008,	p.	8).	
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Appendix
strengthening pre-collegiate education in community colleges:  


























number of surveys sent
response percent of total 
number of survey respondents
Cerritos College 25 9
Chabot College 24 8
City College of San Francisco 30 19
College Of the Desert 20 11
College Of the Sequoias 19 7
Glendale Community College 12 6
Laney College 18 6
Los Medanos College 36 16
Merced College 20 5
Pasadena City College 10 5
West Hills College District 25 9
Declined to state 13







number of years taught in higher education
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the participants in my group included the following (select all that apply) :
139 responses to the question
percent of respondents
Faculty teaching sections of the same course 66
Faculty from my department who are not necessarily teaching sections  
of the same course
61
Faculty from different departments 43
Faculty teaching basic skills courses 77
Faculty teaching general education courses 35
Only part-time faculty .7
Only full-time faculty 25
A mixture of full-time and part-time faculty 68
Staff from my campus’ institutional research offices  6
Counselor(s) 23
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in our faculty inquiry group we:
138 responses to the question
percent of respondents
Framed and investigated questions about teaching and 
learning in our classrooms
85
Discussed student learning outcomes (SLOs) 68
Looked together at student work 54
Created assessments 49
Read research literature 40
Examined institutional data 32
Developed assignments 30
Developed curricula 29
Developed common grading standards 28
Produced a public report 26
Developed an agenda based on a research question 24
Visited each other’s classes 23
Attended external training sessions 23
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how important was each of the following to your involvement in a faculty inquiry group?












I had questions about my students’ 
learning that I wanted to explore.
5 2 45 49
I wanted to find colleagues with 
whom to pursue my interests in 
teaching and learning
2 10 38 50
I was intrigued by what my 
colleagues had to say about the 
faculty inquiry group.
7 13 45 35
I wanted to meet with colleagues 
teaching the same course.
13 16 34 37
I was personally invited to 
participate.
15 20 39 26
I wanted to connect with colleagues 
outside my department.
37 9 36 19
A stipend was offered for 
participation.
16 34 34 16
I was having trouble with my 
teaching.
50 27 21 2
Release time was offered for 
participation.
65 14 12 10
It was a departmental, program, or 
campus expectation to participate.
60 20 12 9
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to what extent do you agree with the following statements about the impact of the faculty inquiry group on 
your classroom experience?





I have experimented with new teaching 
strategies.
88 12
My understanding of the student learning 
process has deepened.
87 12
I feel more confident about responding to 
student learning challenges that arise in the 
classroom.
82 18
My teaching has been re-energized. 74 26
I have raised my expectations for students’ 
learning.
72 28
I have evidence that my students’ learning has 
improved.
70 30
I have changed the kinds of assessments I use. 68 32







to what extent do you agree with the following statements about the impact of the faculty inquiry group 
beyond the classroom?





My interest in reading research on teaching 
and learning has heightened.
73 27
I have developed a new network of colleagues 
across my institution.
66 34
I have a better understanding of how to get 
things done at my institution.
62 38
I have taken on a leadership role in changing 
(or trying to change) departmental policies 
related to teaching and learning.
58 42
New opportunities at my institution have 
opened up for me.
53 47
I have taken on a leadership role in changing 
(or trying to change) institutional policies 
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how important would each of the following be in strengthening and sustaining faculty inquiry groups  
on your campus?
131 responses to the question
very important important not important
Supportive attitudes of colleagues 65 34 1
Time at faculty meetings that is devoted to 
issues of teaching and learning
51 39 10
Integration of faculty inquiry groups into 
various campus initiatives
41 46 13
Active encouragement from department chair 41 46 13
Active support from top-level administrators 47 39 14
Availability of a stipend 36 48 16
Career advancement policies that encourage 
faculty inquiry
40 37 23
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